This leadership education evaluation study explored the leadership development outcomes of potential county extension directors and the ways to improve the program. The leadership education program aimed to improve participants' leadership abilities in understanding self, building relationships and managing resources. The analysis of quantitative and qualitative data confirmed that the leadership training institute was effective in building participants' leadership skills and improving leadership behavior. The incorporation of participants'
Introduction
A systematic evaluation of leadership development programs is becoming an important part of leadership education. When resources are scarce and funding agencies are demanding program impacts for accountability, the demand for evaluation is obvious. The current economic downturn has forced us to evaluate leadership education programs for accountability and improvement. The literature highlights the significance of evaluating leadership education programs for fiscal responsibility (Blackwell, Cummins, Christine, Townsend, & Cummings, 2007) . The focus of this evaluation study is to determine outcomes and needed improvements of a leadership education program presented to a group of potential county extension directors.
According to the Society for Human Resource Management (2005) , the Baby Boomer generation will reshape the workforce as they retire. These transitioning demographics of today's society clearly indicate the need for leadership education (Astin & Astin, 2000) . For Cooperative Extension nationally, the impact is being seen in the growing transition of leaders. State extension services are faced with the challenge of replacing large numbers of supervisors at all levels of the system as the last of the baby boomer generation retires. Byrd and Owen found (2009) through an informal survey of Human Resource leaders working for extension in southern states that there was a unanimous belief that building bench strength for leadership positions is a critical priority for extension. Building "effective leadership is central to an organization's success" (Braun, Nazlic, Weisweiler, Pawlowska, Peus, & Frey, 2009, p. 195) . The county extension director provides the overall leadership at the county level for extension programming, personnel and budget management, and maintaining public relationships with the county government and other key stakeholders. Effective county extension directors can be considered as leaders as well as managers (Rudd, 2000) . A study done with county extension directors in California revealed that these leadership roles are inadequately supported (Campbell, Grieshop, Sokolow & Wright, 2004) . Ensuring that employees are prepared to become county extension directors as leaders and managers is vital for Cooperative Extension to be successful in meeting the future needs of the citizens.
Building Leadership
Leadership education programs can be used to develop leadership in persons and organizations. (Eich, 2008; Rost & Barker, 2000) . According to Day (2000) , leadership development is "expanding the collective capacity of organizational members to engage effectively in leadership roles and processes" (p. 582). North Carolina Cooperative Extension (1999) established the Blue Ribbon Commission and completed an exhaustive study of the human development needs of extension. One outcome of that study was the creation of a leadership development program to address future leadership needs of the local county extension office. This program, the New and Aspiring County Extension Director Leadership Institute, was designed to build a strong bench for the county extension director position among the best of field faculty working for the organization. The program uses a content curriculum based on core competencies identified for county extension directors (Owen, 2004) and works to achieve three broad changes in participants' leadership skills and behaviors: (a) A greater understanding of themselves, their strengths and weaknesses; (b) Improved skills in building and maintaining strong interpersonal relationships; and, (c) Improved ability in managing both physical and human resources as the leader of an organizational unit. The available literature stressed the significance of these three competency areas for someone to be successful in county extension director role (Ladewig & Rohs, 2000; Radhakrishna, Yoder, & Baggett, 1994; Rudd, 2000; Whiteside & Bachtel, 1987) .
Leadership education is a strategy used to prepare people and groups of people to manage the difficult challenges they have to deal with (Hannum, Martineau, & Reinelt, 2007) . According to Stech (2008) , "the ideal way to create good leaders would be to devise a program in which education, training, and development processes take place" (p. 45). The New and Aspiring County Extension Director Leadership Institute was presented in four intensive educational sessions over a period of nine months to achieve desired results. Each of the four sessions consisted of two days along with evening work. The extended period of time between the sessions provided an opportunity for participants to apply what they learned and share their leadership experience. The leadership institute used a variety of presenters and teaching strategies to maximize the learning outcomes. Hands-on experiential learning activities and problem solving activities combined with small group discussions were used as educational strategies to enhance the learning outcomes of participants. This leadership program evaluation study was implemented in 2008 to explore the outcomes in three broad constructs of understanding self, building relationships, and managing resources. "Leadership development evaluation brings together leadership development and evaluation in a way that expands and deepens the dialogue regarding what constitutes effectiveness in both" (Hannum, Martineau, & Reinelt, 2007, p. 7) . As Patton (2002) described, "program evaluation is the systematic collection of information about the activities, characteristics, and outcomes of programs to make judgment about the program, improve program effectiveness, and/or inform decisions about future programming" (p. 10).
Purpose
The purpose of this evaluation study was to determine the outcomes of the leadership development institute presented to a group of potential county extension directors. The study sought answers to the following questions:
1. Did the leadership institute achieve its objectives? 2. What are the major outcomes of the leadership institute? 3. What specific changes are needed to further improve future leadership institutes? This article presents how the leadership program evaluation study documented the outcomes of the leadership program and contributed to its improvement.
Methods of Evaluation
This was a descriptive evaluation study conducted with the participants in the leadership institute. Since there was no validated instrument especially designed for the county extension directors' leadership program evaluation, the authors developed a survey instrument to record participants' leadership skills and behaviors at three stages during the leadership institute. There were two scales in the instrument. One was to record leadership skills relating to understanding self, building relationships and managing resources. The other scale was to record participants' leadership behavior related to these underline leadership constructs.
The leadership skill development measuring scale contained 21 items and a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 being not confident to 5 being very confident. This scale documented participants' skill by recording their levels of confidence to carry out required leadership tasks in the county extension director position. The participants were asked to rank their levels of confidence to carry out each of the listed 21 tasks on this scale. These 21 specific tasks are based on the core competencies required for county extension directors. Of the 21, items on this scale, five items recorded participants' skill development relating to understanding self, six items recorded building relationship skills and 10 items recorded managing resources.
The behavior recording scale was consisted of nine core behaviors essential for someone to be successful in the county extension director position and a 5-point Likert-type scale. The 5-point Likert-type scale ranged from 1 (I am not interested about this) to 5 (I am doing this regularly). The overall leadership behavior on this 9-item scale ranged from 9 being weak leadership behavior to 49 being a very strong leadership behavior.
In addition to these two scales, there were few open-ended questions to identify participants' learning expectations, what they learned the most and suggestions for further improvement of the institute. Participants' learning expectations were used to tailor the training institute for their learning needs. A panel of extension education experts reviewed the data collection scales and established the content validity. The Chronbach alpha of the 21 item skill recording scale and the 9-item behavior recording scale were respectively .92 and .86.
The survey instrument was used to collect data from the 15 participants in the leadership institute at three different stages of the 9-months long training institute. The first data collecting point was the first day of the training institute. The second data collecting point was at the end of the third session after four months. The final data collecting point was the end of the institute after 9-months. All participants completed the pre, mid-term and post-evaluations. We collected data from the 15 participants and entered into the SPSS program for analysis.
In addition to this quantitative survey, a qualitative questionnaire was administered to participants at the end of the training institute to get their feedback about the training. The participants' comments to these questions were analyzed and summarized to identify themes relating to the training and leadership development.
Results and Discussion
An important objective of the pre-evaluation was to collect necessary information for tailoring the program to meet the learning needs of the participants. For this purpose, a question was asked at the beginning of the program to identify participants' learning expectations. 
Understanding Self
The participants' confidence to understand 'self' was recorded using five items on a 5-point Likert scale. The aggregated value on this scale ranged from 5 being very low level of confidence to 25 being a very high level of confidence in their ability to appraise themselves. The mean values on this scale at the preevaluation, midterm-evaluation and the post-evaluation were respectively 17.5, 17.7 and 21.9 as summarized in Table 1 . Findings indicate that participants developed their confidence to understand their strengths and weaknesses and recognize potential career paths. Note. *Scale: 1=not confident, 2=mildly confident, 3=somewhat confident, 4=confident, 5=very confident A paired sample t-test was used to compare participants' pre and post mean confidence levels for understanding self. Results indicate that participants' confidence to understand self improved significantly from pre-evaluation to postevaluation as summarized in Table 2 . Bass (1990) described interpersonal competency as a significant leadership skill. The level of participants' confidence for building interpersonal relationships was recorded by using six items with a 5-point Likert scale. The aggregated value on this scale ranged from 6 being low level of confidence to 30 being very high level of confidence in their ability for building relationships. The mean values on this scale at the pre-evaluation, midterm-evaluation and the post-evaluation were respectively 18.7, 21.2 and 24.9 as summarized in Table 3 . The means of all six items increased from pre-evaluation to post-evaluation indicating that the participants were able to develop their confidence levels relating to each of these skills. For example, the mean of the participants' level of confidence in their ability to effectively network with others changed from 3.8 at the pre-test to 4.4 at the post-test. Leadership development involves "helping people to understand, in an integrative way, how to build relationships to access resources, coordinate activities, develop commitments and build social networks" (Iles & Preece, 2006, p. 323) . Note. *Scale: 1=not confident, 2=mildly confident, 3=somewhat confident, 4=confident, 5=very confident
The overall confidence for building relationships before and after the training institute was compared by using paired sample t-test. The results indicate that the mean of overall confidence for building relationships improved significantly from pre-evaluation to post-evaluation as summarized in Table 4 . 
Managing Resources
A 10-item instrument with 5-point Likert scale recorded participants' level of confidence in managing resources. The overall value on this scale ranged from 10 being the lowest level to 50 being the highest level of confidence in managing resources. The mean values on this scale for pre, midterm and the post-evaluation were respectively 27, 35 and 41.7 as summarized in Table 5 .The mean values of all 10 items in the scale improved from pre-evaluation to post-evaluation. There was a gradual improvement of participants' confidence levels in managing resources from pre-evaluation to the midterm-evaluation and then to the postevaluation. Building someone's ability to manage resources including people is important because this enables someone to lead and manage a group efficiently and effectively (Mintzberg, 1997) . Note. *Scale: 1=not confident, 2=mildly confident, 3=somewhat confident, 4=confident, 5=very confident Participants' overall confidence for managing resources before and after the training institute was compared by using paired sample t-test. The results indicate that participants' confidence in managing resources improved significantly as summarized in Table 6 . 
Changes in Leadership Behavior
A nine-item instrument recorded the leadership behavior of participants. The value on this scale ranged from 9 being the lowest level to 45 being the highest level of leadership behavior. The mean value for the overall leadership behavior on this scale at the pre, midterm, and the post-evaluation were respectively 26.3, 33.4, and 37 as summarized in Table 7 . The mean value of every item in the scale increased from pre-evaluation to the post-evaluation. 
Most Significant Contribution Impact on Participants' Current Work
Participants were asked how the training impacted their current work. Their responses were analyzed to identify major content themes. 
Conclusions
Evaluation results confirm that the leadership training program achieved its objectives. A comparison of participants' leadership skills before and after the program clearly indicates that the program was effective in building participants' leadership skills and improving their leadership behaviors. This training made a significant impact on participants by building their leadership skills and improving behaviors in three major competency areas namely understanding self, building relationships and managing resources. These are essential leadership competencies for the county Extension director role (Ladewig & Rohs, 2000; Radhakrishna, Yoder, & Baggett, 1994; Rudd, 2000; Whiteside & Bachtel, 1987) . The analysis of qualitative data further confirmed that the program has made a considerable impact on participants' current leadership behaviors. If the leadership program is successful, participants should be able to apply the leadership skills they learned in their job and create desired results (Peters & Baum, 2007) . The participants of this program learned to integrate leadership skills and started to work in their leadership roles with full confidence. A participant said, "I am now much more comfortable with the idea of being a county Extension director." The use of hands-on experiential learning activities and problem solving activities combined with small group discussions and allowing time for participants to apply what they learned can be considered as the educational techniques contributing toward the success of the leadership program.
The pre-evaluation was used to determine participants' learning expectations relating to the county extension director role. The effective use of evaluation contributes to achieve desired results by being deliberate about needed changes (Hannum, Martineau, & Reinelt, 2007) . As a result of this, the program managers were able to tailor the leadership education program for meeting participants' learning needs. The midterm evaluation was helpful for program managers to identify the strengths and weaknesses of the program and enabled them to make necessary modifications. Participants' suggestions for future training improvement are useful for making needed changes for the next round of training.
The most important suggestions were:
• More hands-on activities.
• Team building exercises.
• Problem solving sessions.
• Condensing the duration of training from nine to four months.
Implications
The context of this leadership training evaluation study is in extension. However, the process used in this evaluation has implications for other areas of leadership evaluation. The focus of this evaluation study was to document the outcome of leadership education relating to understanding self, building relationships and managing resources. "Educators and practitioners need to be intentional about clearly identifying the focus of the intervention and related learning outcomes in order to align assessment measures to accurately gauge impact" (Rosch & Schwartz, 2009, p. 186) . Aligning the focus of the evaluation with the objectives of the leadership training sets the basis for planning to document the outcomes of a leadership education program. This is the first implication of this study and it can be applied for other contextual areas of leadership education.
The second implication is the development of a valid and reliable assessment tool with constructs related to the key elements of leadership education program. It is necessary to use a variety of tasks related to the targeting leadership areas to triangulate the impacts of training. Rosch and Schwartz (2009) described that leadership educators "who wish to build a foundation of accurate assessment of learned leadership skill must utilize an assessment tool that explicitly reflects the learning outcomes embedded in the intervention" (p. 186). This implication is applicable to any leadership education program evaluation for ensuring the triangulation of outcomes and accuracy of findings.
The third implication of this study is that asking participants' learning expectations at the beginning and incorporating their inputs into the training program, educators can help to meet the learner needs. This is very helpful for leadership educators to increase learning outcomes and achieve the cost effectiveness of leadership education programs. The midterm evaluation has implications for leadership educators to review the progress and make necessary modifications for rest of the program.
The fourth implication is the use of quantitative and qualitative evaluations to triangulate the outcomes of the program realistically. According to Patton (2002) , qualitative inquiries provide in-depth information about the leadership program. By combining quantitative and qualitative methods, leadership educators will be able to document impacts with numbers and in-depth stories.
Limitation of this evaluation study is its small sample size. Further research is needed to evaluate the long-term impacts of this type of leadership education programs on participants' continued leadership behavior.
